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Understanding AP Biology Lab 1: Diffusion and Osmosis

In the AP Biology curriculum, Lab 1 is a foundational experiment that introduces students to the essential concepts

of diffusion and osmosis. These processes are fundamental to cellular function and are central themes in the AP

Biology syllabus. Mastering the lab not only solidifies theoretical knowledge but also hones practical skills that are

critical for success on the AP exam.

In this comprehensive guide, we break down the objectives, materials, step-by-step procedures, data interpretation,

and common pitfalls of the AP Biology Lab 1 experiment. Whether you’re a high �school student preparing for the

exam, a teacher looking for a detailed lesson plan, or a curious learner, this article offers a deep dive into the

science behind the lab.

Why Diffusion and Osmosis Matter in Biology

Diffusion and osmosis are passive transport mechanisms that move molecules across cell membranes without the

input of cellular energy. They are governed by concentration gradients and are pivotal for maintaining cellular

homeostasis, nutrient uptake, waste removal, and cell signaling.

In the context of AP Biology, understanding these processes allows students to:

•  Explain how cells regulate internal environments.

•  Predict cellular responses to varying external solute concentrations.

•  Analyze experimental data and draw scientifically sound conclusions.

Lab 1 provides a hands �on opportunity to observe these principles in action, reinforcing textbook concepts with

real �world evidence.

Overview of the AP Biology Lab 1 Experiment

The AP Biology Lab 1 experiment typically involves:

1.  Using plant or animal tissues (commonly potato or onion cells) to observe changes in mass due to diffusion 

or osmosis.

2.  Preparing solutions of varying solute concentrations (e.g., water, 0.5% NaCl, 1% NaCl, 2% NaCl).

3.  Measuring the mass of tissue samples before and after exposure to these solutions.

4.  Calculating the percentage change in mass to assess the direction and magnitude of osmosis.

Students must carefully document their observations, record data accurately, and conduct appropriate statistical

analyses (mean, standard deviation, t �tests) to determine the significance of their findings.

Materials and Equipment

Below is a typical list of items needed for the experiment. Some schools may provide all materials; others may

require students to gather or request them.

•  Fresh potato or onion (or other suitable plant tissue)



•  Scalpel or sharp knife

•  Micropipettes or measuring syringes (0.1 /mL to 1 /mL accuracy)

•  Concentrated NaCl solution (1 /M)

•  Distilled water

•  Analytical balance (± /0.001 /g)

•  Beakers (50 /mL) or small test tubes

•  Labeling materials (markers, labels)

•  Lab notebook or data sheet

•  Safety goggles and gloves

•  Timer or stopwatch

Detailed Procedure

Step 1: Preparing the Tissue Samples

1. Cut the potato or onion into uniform cubes, approximately 1 cm³ each. Uniformity ensures comparable surface

area and volume across samples.

2. Label each sample clearly with a unique identifier (e.g., A, B, C, D, E).

3. Rinse the samples gently in distilled water to remove surface debris and any residual sap.

Step 2: Weighing the Initial Mass

1. Place each tissue cube on the analytical balance and record its mass to the nearest 0.001 /g.

2. Calculate the average initial mass for each group if multiple cubes are used per group.

Step 3: Preparing the Solutions

1. Dilute the 1 /M NaCl solution to create the required concentrations:

•  0.5% NaCl (w/v): 0.5 /g NaCl per 100 /mL solution.

•  1% NaCl (w/v): 1 /g NaCl per 100 /mL solution.

•  2% NaCl (w/v): 2 /g NaCl per 100 /mL solution.

2. Label each solution accordingly.

Step 4: Exposure to Solutions

1. Submerge each tissue cube in a separate beaker containing one of the solutions. Ensure that the cubes are fully

submerged.

2. Start the timer as soon as the tissue contacts the solution.

3. Allow the samples to sit for a predetermined period (commonly 30 minutes to 1 hour). The exact duration may

vary based on lab guidelines.

Step 5: Final Weighing

1. Carefully remove the tissue cubes from the solutions using tweezers or a pipette to avoid splashing.

2. Gently blot dry the surface with a paper towel to remove excess solution, being careful not to squeeze out the

internal fluid.

3. Weigh each cube again to the nearest 0.001 /g.

Step 6: Data Recording and Calculations



1. Compute the percentage change in mass for each sample using the formula:
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2. Calculate the mean and standard deviation for each group of samples.

3. Perform a t �test (two �sample or paired, depending on the design) to determine if differences between groups are

statistically significant.

Interpreting the Results

The direction of mass change provides insight into the type of solution:

•  Hypotonic solution (e.g., distilled water): The tissue will gain mass due to water influx, causing swelling.

•  Isotonic solution (e.g., 0.5% NaCl): Minimal mass change; the osmotic pressure inside and outside the cell is 

balanced.

•  Hypertonic solution (e.g., 1% or 2% NaCl): The tissue will lose mass as water exits the cell, leading to 

shrinkage.

By comparing the percentage changes across solutions, students can illustrate the relationship between solute

concentration and osmotic movement.

Troubleshooting Common Issues

Lab 1 can be sensitive to subtle variations. Below are common problems and how to address them.

•  Inconsistent cube size: Use a ruler or calipers to ensure uniform dimensions.

•  Uneven drying: Blot gently and avoid excessive pressure; consider using a desiccator if available.

•  Temperature fluctuations: Conduct the experiment in a temperature �controlled environment (ideally 20–25 /°C).

•  Balance drift: Calibrate the analytical balance before each set of weighings.

•  Solution contamination: Use fresh, filtered solutions and avoid cross �contamination.

Safety Considerations

While the experiment is generally low �risk, students should observe standard laboratory safety protocols:

•  Wear safety goggles to protect eyes from splashes.

•  Use gloves when handling chemicals.

•  Handle knives and scalpel blades with caution.

•  Dispose of NaCl solutions and plant waste according to your school’s guidelines.

Connecting Lab 1 to AP Biology Exam Topics

The AP Biology exam tests students on a variety of concepts related to diffusion and osmosis, including:

•  Cellular transport mechanisms and membrane permeability.

•  Osmotic pressure and its role in plant turgor and animal cell volume regulation.

•  Experimental design and data interpretation.

•  Statistical analysis and significance testing.

By mastering Lab 1, students gain a practical framework for answering multiple �choice and free �response questions

that involve interpreting experimental data or predicting outcomes under different conditions.



Extending the Experiment

For teachers or students wishing to deepen their exploration, consider the following extensions:

1.  Different tissues: Use animal tissues (e.g., fish gill cells) to observe osmoregulation differences.

2.  Temperature variation: Examine how temperature affects the rate of osmosis.

3.  pH influence: Investigate whether altering pH of the solutions changes osmotic behavior.

4.  Membrane permeability assays: Use dyes or fluorescent markers to visualize membrane integrity.

Study Resources and Further Reading

To reinforce learning, students can consult the following materials:

•  AP Biology Course Description – College Board (official syllabus and exam content).

•  “Molecular Biology of the Cell” by Alberts et /al. – comprehensive textbook covering transport processes.

•  NCBI’s “Cellular Transport” series – online tutorials and animations.

•  Journal articles on osmoregulation in plants and animals for advanced insights.

Conclusion

AP Biology Lab 1, focused on diffusion and osmosis, is more than a routine classroom activity; it is a gateway to

understanding how life maintains equilibrium at the cellular level. By carefully preparing samples, accurately

measuring mass changes, and rigorously analyzing data, students develop critical scientific skills that translate

directly to AP exam success. Embrace the experiment with curiosity, attention to detail, and a commitment to safety,

and you’ll gain a solid foundation in one of biology’s most fundamental processes.
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